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This paper delves into the multifaceted di-

mensions of human existence, intertwining 

art, philosophy, and science. Beginning with 

the German distinction between Körper 

and Leib, it navigates historical measure-

ment standards, investigations into the soul’s 

weight, and the evolving understanding of 

consciousness. From Dr Duncan MacDou-

gall’s meticulous measurements on his quest 

for the soul’s weight, the paper engages with 

the intersection of science and metaphysics. 

It critically examines views on the anatomical 

seat of the soul, challenging traditional noti-

ons and explorations of consciousness and 

its neural underpinnings. Drawing parallels 

between the human body and technical sys-

tems, the paper contemplates the profound 

interconnectedness of body, soul, conscious-

ness, and perception.
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Defining the body, measurements, and their 
multifaceted volumes

When I refer to a body, I first envision the material, the 
pathways and systems that are linked together. I look at the body 
from the line of perspective of a sculptor, a medical prepara-
tor, and technician who studies the consistency, the colours and 
haptics of the individual layers and structures, remodels them 
and understands them as a construct. Body parts that are spa-
tially separated, permeated by nerve tracts, muscles, fluids, and 
tissues are networked with each other like an electronic cons-
truct. It has something architectural, spatial – a recurring pat-
tern of entanglements and nets. If I take a closer look, the vita-
lity dwindles, the dead body loses fluid, the colours change. The 
individual body parts are weighed and documented. 

This iterative procedure is a continual aspect of my dual 
roles as both a researcher and an artist. Nevertheless, the cor-
poreal entity is not solely constituted by its diverse networks, 
components, parts, and fluids. What is visually perceived, inves-
tigated, dissected, and physically engaged with pertains solely to 
the tangible material. What considerations are to be afforded to 
the intangible aspects that leave an imprint upon the corporeal 
form?

	 In English, both Leib and Körper are interchangeably 
translated as ›body‹, and in French, ›corps‹, but the terms have 
different meanings in German and fundamentally distinct roles 
in philosophy. The etymology of Leib has its roots in the Old 
High German word lîb (Middle High German lîp), which means 
both ›life‹, and ›body‹ or ›form‹. Lîp was therefore associated 
with life and person and used in the Christian tradition to re-
fer to the ensouled human body (Schultheis, 1998: 54). In 
contrast, the Latin loanword corpus referred to the inanimate 
bodies of animals and humans or mathematical bodies in space 
(Macha, 1989: 63). The traditional distinction between Leib 
and Körper, which is unique to German, has a semantic signifi-
cance. 

The term Körper primarily refers to the material aspect, 
the substance of the body. This is particularly applied in areas 
such as anatomy, physiology, medical interventions, and phy-
siotherapy (Gugutzer, 2006: 30). In this context, the body is 
viewed as an object, a visible and tangible entity, an instrument 
that can be interacted with and manipulated. The body that we 
possess is contrasted with the subjectively experienced Leib/
body that we are (Magdlener, 2015: 3). The body serves both 
as an object of observation – as the body we have, namely the 
human body – and as a subject of experience – as the lived Leib/
body that we are. The body is experienced either as a subject – 
i.e. as the experienced Leib/body that we are – or as an object 
– i.e. as the body that we have (Teegen, 1992: 97).

Recognition of the corporeal form as a repository of his-
torical existence is imperative. However, comprehending the in-
tricacies of these interrelationships presents a substantial chal-
lenge. Achieving a holistic understanding of the body, with its 
myriad components, necessitates navigation through a complex 
system. Additionally, it involves interrogating the invisible im-
material aspects, demanding continual research efforts. 

The notion of the soul spans Western history, civiliza-
tions, philosophical anthropology, and religions. The English 
word soul and its German equivalent Seele trace back to the an-
cient German saiwolò, derived from the Greek aiòlos, meaning 
›agile‹ and ›self-moving‹. In essence, soul represents the intrinsic 
principle of motion within each human, embodying the divine 
prime mover (Santoro et. al. 2009: 634). The Latin term 
anima originates from the Greek psyche and translates variably 
as ›soul‹, ›appetite‹, ›desire‹, or ›passion‹. Plato linked psyche to 
the verbs anapneîn (to breathe) and anapsycho (refreshment), 
while Aristotle associated it with katápsyxis, signifying cooling 
(Santoro et. al. 2009: 634).

Exploring ancient religious roots, we encounter the He-
brew term nephesh, sometimes translated as ›breath‹, ›life‹, or 
›vital impulse‹. In the Hindu tradition, the Sanskrit atman (from 
which the German atmen is derived) also denotes ›breath‹ and 
the ›core self‹, seen as a manifestation of the ultimate Godhead. 
Despite variations, these terms collectively emphasize breath, 
vital energy, and the force driving physical movement, thought, 
reflection, imagination, and the essence at the core of one’s iden-
tity. (Santoro et. al., 2009: 634)

The notion of measurement standards dates back around 
3,000 years to Mesopotamia, Egypt, and China. Driven by the 
demands of land management and construction, the first stan-
dards for length, area, volume, and weight were established. 
These standards played a crucial role in trade, commerce, go-
vernance, and religion for centuries (Mari et. al. 2023: 5).

The search for weight measurements is an important 
aspect of science because weight often provides deeper insights 
into the nature of things than other units of measurement (Mari 
et. al. 2023: 5). Interestingly, the weight of the soul has also 
been sought in the past, as depicted in ancient Egyptian tomb 
paintings. Anubis, the jackal god, is depicted utilizing a pair of 
balance scales to measure the weight of a departed individual’s 
soul in comparison to a feather (Fisher, 2004: 2).

In the 17th century, René Descartes (1596–1650) con-
ceptualized human beings as comprising a thinking substance 
(res cogitans), characterized by awareness and freedom, and a 
corporeal substance (res extensa), divisible into mechanically 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470862-022 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470862-022
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Name:

58106g WEIGHT OF SOUL 

Material:

Plastination, silicone, resin, steel, taxidermy

Fotos: by Manuel Wagner

Exhibition: Paul Scherzer Gallery Halle, 2023

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470862-022 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470862-022
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470862-022 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470862-022
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


206 Body Mysticism

»In this context, the body is viewed as an object, 
a visible and tangible entity, an instrument that 

can be interacted with and manipulated.«
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determined parts (echoing aspects of Plotinus’s dualistic con-
cept of the soul). Embracing this dualism, Descartes, akin to his 
predecessors, faced the task of elucidating the nature of the con-
nection between the mind and the body. Descartes proposed 
that the mind and body were linked through the pineal gland, 
positing it as the locus of the soul (Santoro et. al., 2009: 
640).

Descartes’s assertion that the pineal gland served as the 
seat of the soul faced early scrutiny. Among the initial critics 
of Descartes was anatomist Thomas Willis (1621–1675). In his 
work De Anima Brutorum, published in 1672, Willis argued 
that as the corpus striatum received all sensory information, 
it should be considered the primary site for the senso comune. 
Acknowledging the corpus callosum’s association with imagina-
tion and the cerebral cortex’s role in memory, Willis reintrodu-
ced a tripartite theory of the soul, attributing distinct responsi-
bilities for various dimensions of brain and body functioning 
(Santoro et. al., 2009: 641).

In the early 20th century, Dr Duncan MacDougall, an 
American physician and researcher, put forward the idea that a 
person’s soul has a measurable weight and that this weight loss 
can be observed upon an individual’s death. This idea became 
known as the ›weight of the soul‹ (Macdougall, 1907:5). Mac-
Dougall conducted a series of experiments on dying patients 
and claimed that he found a weight loss of about 21 grams im-
mediately after the patients died. He concluded that this was the 
weight of the soul leaving the body at death.

He conducted additional experiments on fifteen dogs in 
which he found no weight loss after death. Based on these re-
sults, he concluded that dogs did not have souls. »If it is defini-
tely proved that there is in the human being a loss of substance 
at death not accounted for by known channels of loss, and that 
such loss of substance does not occur in the dog as my experi-
ments would seem to show, then we have here a physiological 
difference between the human and the canine at least and pro-
bably between the human and all other forms of animal life« 
(Macdougall 1907: 243). Later he attempted to identify the 
human soul as a »shadow image« on X-rays. (Mikkelson 2003) 

Dr Gerry Nahum, a chemical engineer and physician af-
filiated with Duke University School of Medicine, formulated a 
hypothesis suggesting that the soul, or at least consciousness, 
could be linked to information, which is equivalent to a certain 
amount of energy. Drawing from Einstein’s equation E=mc2, 
where energy is equal to mass multiplied by the speed of light 
squared, Nahum proposed that this energy could potentially be 
measured using sensitive electromagnetic instruments. Howe-
ver, as of 2007, Nahum had not secured funding for experiments 
to validate his hypothesis. Subsequently, he transitioned to work 
at Bayer Pharmaceuticals. Notably, Nahum aimed to conduct 

experiments not on humans but rather on leeches as subjects, 
avoiding the controversial approach taken by MacDougall (Ro-
ach 2005).

The idea of an anatomical seat of the soul is controversial 
in modern science. In science, consciousness and the self are 
usually viewed as a result of complex activities and processes 
distributed throughout the brain. Instead, consciousness is a 
product of the interaction of many brain regions and their com-
plex networking (Tononi et. al. 1998). The term ›soul‹ usu-
ally refers to the immaterial, immortal core of our personality 
(Kornhuber 2017).

It is not yet known exactly which parts of the brain con-
tribute to consciousness in which situations. Consciousness is a 
dynamic process involving frontoparietal networks and cortico-
thalamo-cortical loops distributed throughout the brain (Ton-
oni et. al. 1998). This varies from person to person. De-
spite these uncertainties, scientists can consciously identify and 
analyse brain areas and even convert some of them into control 
signals for computers or prostheses. The brain, together with the 
spinal cord, begins as the human control center. It controls and 
coordinates the processes in the body and processes external sti-
muli – partly unconsciously, partly consciously (Haynes 2015).

Christof Koch is a renowned neuroscientist who has 
worked intensively on the subject of consciousness. Koch ex-
amines various aspects of consciousness and also looks at the 
role of electrical processes in the brain. Koch argues that consci-
ousness is based on neuronal activity. He describes the brain as 
a complex electrical circuit in which information is transmitted 
through the activity of neurons and their electrical impulses. 
Koch emphasizes the importance of brain waves and electri-
cal signals in the development of consciousness (Koch 2017). 
He also emphasizes that there is a correlation between certain 
brain states and the experience of consciousness. For example, 
changes in the electrical activity of the brain can correlate with 
different states of consciousness such as sleep, wakefulness, or 
certain mental states. The question of the nature of conscious-
ness and its connection to neuronal processes continues to be an 
active field of research (ibid.).

The book Phi: A Voyage from the Brain to the Soul by 
Giulio Tononi is a major publication in which Tononi explains 
the foundations of his Integrated Information Theory (IIT) and 
explores its application to the nature of consciousness. IIT pos-
tulates that consciousness is linked to a system’s ability to integ-
rate information. The central concept of IIT is the parameter Phi 
(Φ), which quantifies the amount of integrated information in a 
system. In simple terms, this means that a system must not only 
process information in order to be conscious, but also that this 
information must be connected in an integrated way. IIT differs 
from other theories of consciousness in its focus on information 
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and its integration. Tononi argues that consciousness depends 
not only on the amount of information, but also on the way this 
information is connected within the system.

When I reflect on the perspective of a taxidermist and 
artist, where I dissect the body into its individual components 
and treat it as material, fewer thoughts about the examination 
or discovery of the soul come to mind. Nevertheless, during the 
reconstruction and staging of a sculpture, I encounter similar 
considerations. The addition of ›life‹ and ›character‹ to a taxi-
dermy specimen proves to be a creative ability of the taxider-
mist. When observing taxidermy specimens in museums, the 
animal is often presented in a heroic body position, whether it 
be in the act of hunting, leaping, or displayed as a trophy on the 
wall. However, the death of the animal has stripped it of any ge-
sture and vitality. Through taxidermy, it takes on a new identity. 
It’s not the specimen itself that acquires a character, but rather 
the viewer projects one onto the specimen, derived from their 
own experiences and perceptions. The taxidermist, while the 
artist imparting expression to the taxidermy specimen, does so 
within the minds of the viewers. Consequently, it is nearly im-
possible, for instance, to perfectly reconstruct a deceased pet as 
it was in life, as movements, character, expression, and ›life‹ can 
hardly return to the empty body. The taxidermy specimen lacks 
a soul, but the artist and taxidermist can simulate one. This is 
something art can achieve that science cannot, as, in my opi-
nion, the soul is not a physical entity. But maybe the artist can 
paint a likeness.

»Der Körper ist nicht mehr zurückzuverwandeln in den 
Leib. Er bleibt die Leiche, auch wenn er noch so ertüchtigt wird« 
(Horkheimer et. al. 1991: 248).

In conclusion, this exploration of the body, conscious-
ness, and measurement standards unveils a dynamic interplay 
between the tangible and intangible aspects of human existence. 
From meticulous measurements to the controversial pursuit of 
the soul’s weight by Duncan MacDougall, the discourse on the 
body’s essence extends to modern hypotheses linking consci-
ousness to information and energy.

The intricate dance of the brain’s neural processes and 
the evolving understanding of consciousness challenge tradi-
tional notions. From Descartes’s pineal gland to contemporary 
theories like Integrated Information Theory (IIT), our explo-
ration underscores the complexity of consciousness and the 
quest for a tangible understanding of the intangible. The quest 
for quantifiable data, whether it’s the weight of the soul or the 
neural processes underlying consciousness, reflects the endur-
ing human curiosity.  While the notion of a measurable soul re-
mains contentious, current insights lead us to a more profound 
understanding of the interactions within the brain and their role 
in constructing our individual realities. The structure of human 
perception shares parallels with technical systems where physi-
cal stimuli are transformed into sensory perceptions. 

The relationship between the body, soul, consciousness, 
and perception remains a captivating and expansive field of re-
search. It continues to challenge and enrich our understanding 
of the fundamentals of human existence, selfhood, and our pla-
ce in the world. As we journey further into the depths of these 
mysteries, we uncover not only the intricacies of our physical 
and mental realms but also the profound interconnectedness of 
our human experience. 
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